
When my mother immigrated to this country from Sweden in 1950 at the 

age of eleven, she entered a public school system that was designed for 

the industrial age.  By delivering instruction in a structured and highly 

efficient assembly-line fashion, students were sorted and selected, based 

on their abilities to master content in a prescribed amount of time.  Those 

who mastered material quickly were rapidly identified as “college bound” 

and often provided more challenging coursework that would prepare them 

for higher education, while everybody else, like my mother, was placed in a 

standard program that would prepare them to enter the workforce after 

graduating from high school.   

Though we may question the fairness of these historical practices, we must 

acknowledge that this system of sorting and selecting students really made 

sense in an era where the majority of jobs only required a high school 

diploma, and many of those jobs provided opportunities to earn good 

salaries and support a middle class standard of living. 

My mother’s story is one of true success.  Within this industrial-aged 

education system, she learned the English language, before the advent of 

English Language Learning programs, graduated from high school, and 

had a great career as a secretary, as well as some challenging years 

staying home to raise my three sisters and me. 

As my mother now approaches the end of her life, our country has 

transitioned from the industrial age to the information age.  As her 

grandchildren are now all attending public schools, we are preparing them 

for success in colleges and careers that are very different than what her 

generation experienced in the middle of the 20th Century.  

In 2014, the jobs for high school graduates are much less in demand than 

50 years ago, and the majority of those jobs are low paying. The better 

jobs, as employers are quick to tell us, all seem to require some college or 

specific training beyond the standard high school program of studies.  We 

also know that the majority of new jobs will require skills in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics, more commonly referred to as 

“STEM.” 

In Bedford County Public Schools we have begun to realize that our 

educational practices are not so fundamentally different than what my 

mother experienced in the 1950s and 1960s.  Certainly we have more 



program offerings, and better services for English Language Learners and 

students with other learning challenges, but if we are honest with 

ourselves, we still sort and select students to a large extent, and we do that 

based on the premise of teaching one way for all students, holding time 

constant, and then rewarding those who learn material the fastest. Our 

system also makes us believe, whether we want to admit it or not, that 

some students are just not capable of learning more rigorous content in 

mathematics and science, resulting in programs that keep many of our 

students from ever pursuing interests and careers in STEM fields. 

But what if we could change all that?  What if we could personalize learning 

for each student and allow him or her to progress through school at their 

own pace?  What if we could also give students substantial control of how 

to learn content and demonstrate mastery of that content based on their 

preferred learning styles?  What if we could also encourage and reward 

students for demonstrating learning that takes place away from school, 

including the integration of authentic workplace experiences tied to student 

career interests? Wouldn’t that be a place where you would want your 

children and grandchildren to go to school, and wouldn’t that be a place 

that you would want to work? 

In Bedford County Public Schools we will be personalizing learning for all 

students in the future, but we need your help determining exactly what we 

need to do to make this vision a reality for our schools.  We know that 

technology will play a major role in making this transformation, but we also 

know that technology by itself is not the solution. In fact, we know that in 

order to make personalized learning work, we will need strong support from 

students, their families, and our teachers.  Though the roles and 

relationships among students, families, and teachers will fundamentally 

change in a personalized learning environment, we won’t be successful 

without commitment from all three groups. 

So as we move forward in personalized learning, I am asking you to learn 

more about this transformational movement in education and to get 

involved in supporting personalized learning in your school, so that as a 

community we can best prepare all of our students to be productive and 

responsible citizens in our community and in the world.   


